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April 8, 1997

William Caton
Acting Secretary
Federal Communications Commission
1919 M Street, NW
Room 222
Washington, DC 20554

Re:

Dear Mr. Caton:

Industry Proposal for Rating Video
Programming, CS Docket 97-55

DOCKET FILE COPY ORIGiNAl

I am filing the attached Boston Globe article on behalf of Peggy Char
ren, Founder of Action for Children's Television. The article responds to
several of the questions raised in the above referenced docket. I have also
included Ms. Charren's original written version, which is easier to read.

If you have any questions about this filing, please call me at 202-232
4300, or Ms. Charren at 617-876-6620. Thank you.

Sincerely,

Gigi B. Sohn
Executive Director

1707 L STREET; NW SUITE 400 WASHINGTON, DC 200_-=-3-,,-6 . _

VOICE: (202) 232-4300 FAX: (202) 466-7656
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Commentary

On TV ratings:
Parental guidance
still suggested

By PctOO' Chamn

;:", ."""' ~~~~;_~:mt Senate hearings on.
" ","",VllOlon ratings produced

llharply divergent views on how to
help parents make informed deci
sions about their children's televi
sion viewing. Some legislators
even introduced bills that would
limit TV violence to certain hOUlS.

,,;;;. What has caused this mildly
~ hYI>~response to last year's

JeglSJatlon mandabng a V·for-Vi~

l<!/Icc chip in all TV ~bllIlId arating system
wwurk,with this technological baby sitter?
The ImWl problem ia the set of guideMes
propuiled by the TV induatry, modeled after
the movie rating lOystem, and based primar_
ily on llj"re. .
..9hJldren'g shows, tor example, would be

diviaed between two catagories either TV
.Y{vI'little ones too young to~ the
c>treet alone, or TV-Y7 for ehiJdren aged 7

: lind older. The truiU!lb'y seems to have
missed the point that the parent trying l:D

. blDck the violence on "Power Rangenlt or
'X-Men" with a V:chip ba&ed on this aim- .
plistie approach would also do away with
·'.Bealanan'a WOl'Jd," an educational seienee .
!lhow for elementary school ~e kids, be
(''llUIle tht>.se programs have the same rating.

Although adUlt programs aredivided
into fwr seetions, TV-IdA for"M.a.hae Au
(lii!ncc5 Only" has so Car tM!en used only
lJ.llce. for "Schindler's List." With the excep.
tion of ~por.ts and news, which llte not rat
ed. the 'rest otTV', offerinRll are either TV
G, OK for "younger children to watcl1 unat
telld,~d"; TV·PC, for programs containing
"some material that some pAre1lts .would
find u~uitable tor younger ehildren"; and
TV-14, for lIhows "many parenu would find
ulUluibtble for children under 14 years of
;~c." So. for )'oUDg teenagers age 14 and 15,
it would seem that the only &hI>'" parent6
~oul<l worry about ia the MAo-rated·1\w-.uod
wii'i",<'g movie baaed on the Holoca~t.

00'the. ()ther side ofthis debatA! are the
child advucates - parente group:!, medietl
and health professionals, education associ
atiO.l\5 - ;ill calling tor more program iniar
rnll.tion, lor a system that includes content
b~d ratings on the dep ofviolence, we
lIal material, and indecent language.

With the business of broadeasting de
pending on the audience nwnben proWied
hy anotherrating system, the Nielsens, it's
possible that the industry's relw:tance to
U~ LnOre detailed r.uml;S ~oW'!i out of fear
lJuAt too many viewlln would be lost lIS par
en~ leal"ll to use !:be V-chip. The Hollywood
executive:s designing parental guidanee rat
ingl; may not want them to work. The hot
tom line in this dcb-dte is that the V-chip is
not good tor the bottom line.
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Parental guidance still suggested

-------- -
P89S/Y Cho:mm ~ 1M ji"I.--ruJBr (1 Ac-
tion f(11' Child.re'n '$ Teleti3iqn.

on the screen with the EI rating, for
"education-infnnnation," alihvugh
the new rules requiring the lMee
ho\l!!l!. do not apply until September.

The most important result ~f aU
this politir.al foCWI on l:id-vid b8Ue~

~ be that we parents will pay
more attention tQ the time chiidren
spend with TV, and that WE will
move TV sets out of children's bed
rooms, 80 that we have a better idea
of what they are watehillg. And per
hapll we will spend mOl'(! timetalldng
to our children. helping them to un·
derstand that violence i$ not tLe s0
lution to probleme, that just wying
yet. to teenaglt sex has fuaraom(' COD·

sequences, and that d~s8ing

Grandma is unal:ceptabl~ beha\~or.

We might even think twice :,:bout
the messages our own ....iewing habits
send to our offspring. "Do as 1 S.IlY.
not as I do" does Dot work any bet·
ter tor watching TV tmln it do-:>s tor
limoking cigarette&.

pwiches in the time aDd clIanneI of
the progr-.un to be suambled. Many
pareDl:8 know what Mow they would
zap if they eou1d - "X·Men" or "lka,.
vi,; and B~tthead" for 11 :MleOnd grad
el', "Melrose Place" or "Friends" for
11 middle-aged child. soaps -or R-rat
ed DIms tor young teenagers.

If pallilnts need help deciding
what to zap, org-dllizations would un·
doubtedly respond. Parenti; eoUld
use a Pl'A Zap Chart, or a list from
~ religious right, or a favorite
newspaper critic. A multitude of Zap
Charts would eliminate the problem
of decoding the induatl'y';; ntings.

Aa we learn to tum kids' TV ocr
more oftvn, Wi can spend more time
searching for what to turn on tor our
children. more time witb public
broadcasting's nifty, c:ommerci~

free clloices for young alldienee~,

and time evaluating whether the
three hours a week of edueattonlll
childnln'spro~ each TV station
will soon be obUg-otted to air fills the
bill. Some stations are already iden
tifying these programs in print and

It'~ hlU"d to arbJUe with the pot>i
, tiun of ~hild advocatti tlult:the age

oa.:;t:d iatings, 8l! determined by tM __
pr()gr~Tn produ~ may be 'Worse
than no ratings at all. Parentis con-- ._-' '---::----:'~-:----
sider PG ll- benign movie~~~.
often attaehed to suth-:e~
pri&tc filma as "H~ tht-SPY,~
"Matilda," "Fly Away~~ and"
"James and the Giant Peach." They
are ahocl<ed to lind TV:PGapp1ied to
series like "BaYW.lteh·Nights:' aired
in Booton at,:'Lp.m::1V'~u1de's list
-iligofa-;;;'t l-!piIlotie IltateS;"Miteh
and Regan are &hductadand tor
tured by Il shadowy_. group that
~ to be lUling the~ to locate
Teague,:whuJ.e8mS wlthGrift to mld
the pair before it itt too late." -

The fedel'a! 'ComI\1unicatlon$
Co~,.:~· jpProVe-;tlie~ uO'

plelJlentation of the V-ehip:teclulol
ogy. Based upon industry' cotiunen~
at. the Senate hearings, it is -likely
that the lettel"S and numbers cilosen
to work with the V-chip will incl~d8;
some combination of age and contellt
information.. Some parenta will find
these helpful and sOtne will ignore _

-them. But Whatever iheiIidUStI'Y de- •
:~, ~ess and the FCC ahouId
.go a1oJlr, beeauIe·the cm1y. thing
~l'8ethan indUitry ratb1g& would

i!le--for ..~ ~ent·to decide
:.~~lMAoes.not get eeDaOred

!~~~:~~~_}~~m~·:~~~~CC .
'. "" \_',"1, ~ ",. ,~ ••-~ .' t· .~'

)h,outd'iJ1a.rantait- • technoJoSieal
~:'..(OT.;\:he. chip that will not
prIlC1v~:other Options for parental
i~' .Coneerned parena. .. Iqigh~
~:..: -*tion that. doe&:. in-='__ ,-.y ratiDg of ~,The

-. .' 'could malca ........."\0.1....1.. '-
~... . ~ UIIO_zappJng
~~~ ..~tf .~~t. ,_.

---------



Parental Guidance Suggested
by

Peggy Charren
Founder

Action for Children's Television

The recent Senate hearings on television ratings produced sharply divergent
views on how to help parents make informed decisions abput their children's TV
viewing. Some legislators even introduced bills that would limit TV violence to
certain hours.

What has caused this mildly hysterical response to last yeats legislation
mandating a V-for-Violence chip in all TV sets and a rating system to work with this
technologial baby-sitter? The main problem is the set of guidelines proposed by the
TV industry, modeled after the movie rating system, and based primarily on age,

Children's shows, for example, would be divided between two categories,
either TV-Y for little ones too young to cross the street alone. or TV-Y7 for children
aged 7 and older. The industry seems to have missed the point that the parent trying
to !:)Ioct< the violence on "Power Rangers" or "X-Men" with a V-chip based on this
simplistic approach would also do away with "Beakman's World", an educational
science show for elementary school age kids. beca:)Jse these programs have the
same rating.

Although adult programs are divided into four sections. TV-M for "Mature
AUdiences Only" has so far been used only once. for "Schindler's Ustn , With the
exception of sports and news, which are not rated, the rest of TV's offerings are
either TV-G, okay for "younger children to watch unattended", TV-PG for programs
containing "some material that some parents would find unsuitable for younger
children". and TV-14 tor shows many parents would find unsuitable for children under
14 years of age". So, for young teens age 14 and 15, it would seem that the only
show parents should worry about is the M~ated, award-winning movie based on the
Holocaust.

On the other side of this debate are the child advocates - parents groups,
medical and health professionals, education associations - all calling for more
program information, for a system that includes content-based ratings on the degree
of violence, sexual material and indecent language in particular shows.

With the business of 'broadcaSting depending on the audience numbers
proVided by another rating system, the 'Nielsens, it's possible that the industry's
relU~ce to use more detailed ratings grows out of fear that too many viewers
would be lost as parents learn to use the V-ehip technology. The Hollywood
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executives desigmng parental guidance ratings may not want them to work. 1Iie
bottom line in this debate is that the V-chip is not good for the bottom iine.

It's hard to argue with the position of child advocates that the age-based ratings,
as determined by the program producers, may be worse than no ratings at all.
Parents consider PG a benign movie category, often attached to such child 
appropriate films as "Harriet, the Spy," "Matilda" "Fly Away Home: and "James and
the Giant Peach." They are shocked to find TV-PG applied to series like "8aywatch
Nights," aired in Boston at 7:00 PM. TV Guide's listing of a recent episode states:
"Mitch and Regan are abducted and tortured by a shadowy group that seems to be
using them to locate Teague, who teams with Griff to find the pair before it is too late."

The Federal Communication Commission must approve the implemention of the
V-chip technology. Based upon indUstry comments at the Senate hearings., it is likely
that the letters and numbers chosen to work with the V-chip will include some
combination of age and content information. Some parents will find these helpful
and some will ignore them. But whatever the industry decides, Congress and the
FCC should go along, because the only thing worse than industry ratings would be
for the government to decide what does and does not get censored by the chip.

At the same time, the FCC should guarantee a technological standard for the chip
that will not preclude other options for parental control. Concerned parents might
prefer a solution that does not involve any rating of programs. The chip could make
possible the zapping of particular shows if the parent punches in the time and channel
of the program to be scrambled. Many parents know what shows they Would zap if
they could - "X-Men" or "Beavis and Butthead" for a second grader, "Melrose Place"
or "Friends" for a middle-aged child, soaps or R-rated films for young teenagers.

If parents need help deciding what to zap, organizations would undOUbtedly
respond. Parents could use a PTA Zap Chart, or a list from the religious right, or a
favorite newspaper critic. A multitude of Zap Charts would eliminate the problem of
decoding the industry ratings criteria.

As we learn to tum kid's TV off more often, we can spend more time searching
for what to tum on for our children, more time with public brOadcasting's nitty,
commercial-free choices for young audiences, and time evaluating Whether the three
hours a week 01 educational children's programs each TV station will soon be
obligated to air fills the bill. Some stations are already identifying these programs in
print and on the screen with an EI rating, for "education-information, D although the new
rules requiring the three hours do not apply until September.



The most important result of all this political focus on kidvid issues may be that
we parents will pay more attention to the time children spend with TV, and that we will
move TV sets out of Children's bedrooms, so that we have a better idea of what they
are watching. And perhaps we will spend more time talking to our children, helping
them to understand that violence is not the solution to problems. that just saying yes to
teenage sex has fearsome consequences,and that dissing Grandma is unacceptable
behavior.

We might even think twice about the messages our own viewing habits send to
our offspring_ "Do as I say, not as I do," does not work any better for watching TV than
it does for smoking cig..-ettes.

Peggy Charren
975 Memorial Drive #504
Cambridge, Mass 02138
Tel: 617-876-6620


